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This thesis is an attempt to investigate into the relationship between metaphor and 
culture from the cognitive perspective. Metaphor in traditional theories is taken only as 
a rhetorical device, or a figure of speech, which is only a matter of language. However, 
the cognitive view claims that metaphors are pervasive in language and mind, that is, 
they are not only a matter of language, but also a means to structure human thinking 
and action. Metaphor is closely related to human experiences which are a product of 
our interactions with the physical and cultural environments. So it is universally 
acknowledged that metaphor and culture are inseparatable.  
With the above understanding, the thesis begins to study the English and Chinese 
metaphors concerning eating as a source domain on the basis of linguistic evidences. It 
seeks to point out the similarities and differences between English eating metaphors 
and Chinese eating metaphors, and the causes responsible for the universality and 
variation from cognitive and cultural perspectives, and lastly answers the question that 
what eating metaphor can tell us about cultural differences. The thesis has five 
chapters.  
Chapter 1 presents an overview of traditional theories of metaphor and the 
cognitive view of metaphor. It lays emphasis on Lakoff’s theory of conceptual 
metaphor, which paves the way for the following study.  
In chapter 2, the study expounds the relation between culture and metaphor, where 
culture plays a role in shaping metaphor and metaphor plays a role in constituting 
culture. Moreover, this section goes further to explore how metaphorical 
conceptualization reflects cultural models of thinking. 
Chapter 3 gives an analysis of the universality and cultural variation in English 
and Chinese metaphors, as well as the reasons responsible for them. The author 
attributes the university to the common human bodily experience. On the other hand, 
the differences of our physical environment, social and cultural context, personal 
history and interests bring about the variations in our metaphorization.  
With the theoretical frame established, chapter 4 presents a case study of English 
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metaphorical expressions and the reasons behind them.    
Chapter 5, therefore, comes to the application of this study in understanding 
cultural differences. Due to the different roles of eating metaphor in each culture, we 
can find that American people and Chinese people have different cultural values.  
    The study reveals that metaphor and culture are closely related. There exists a 
cultural universality as well as cultural variations in the formation and understanding of 
metaphors. On the one hand, some metaphors are the same in different cultures due to 
common experiences. On the other hand, there exist metaphorical differences as a result 
of differences in the physical and cultural environments. The study of the relationship 
between metaphor and culture is of great importance for the teaching and learning of 
languages, as well as for better understanding of cultural similarities and differences.  
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Metaphor has been a long-standing object of study. Aristotle, who is 
acknowledged as the earliest researcher on metaphor, had given the definition of 
metaphor in his Poetics and Rhetoric, “Metaphor consists in giving the thing a name 
that belongs to something else; the transference being either from genus to species, or 
from species to genus, or from species to species, or on grounds of analogy.” However, 
it was since the publication of Lakoff and Johnson's Metaphors We Live By in 1980 
and their subsequent works that there has been a metaphormania. An inter-disciplinary 
research is conducted on metaphor and its structure, mechanism, function, effect and 
nature, which give us a deeper understanding of its vital role in our cognitive concepts 
and social activities.  
Due to the great importance of eating in human’s life, people tend to conceptualize 
the world in terms of it, which, in turn, give rise to abundant metaphorical expressions 
concerning eating in language. Our physical, social and cultural experience provides 
many possible bases for eating metaphors. Which ones are chosen and which ones 
become salient may vary from culture to culture. A comparative study can thus reveal 
the similarities and differences between the ways English and Chinese speakers 
conceptualize the world through eating concepts. 
 Taking culture into consideration, we soon understand why eating metaphors are 
productive and diversified in the Chinese language. Eating plays a major role in 
Chinese culture, and such cultural values are reflected linguistically. Eating, chosen as a 
source domain, makes possible many metaphorical expressions, to express abstract 
notions in the target domains of language, speech, idea, and thought. On other hand, 
eating metaphor in English, though some of them appealing to the same conceptual 
metaphor, vary in their degree of dependency toward the linguistic strategies applied. 
With abundant facts, we are in a position to discover that eating metaphor is dominant 
in Chinese, while it is not in English. Thus, an interesting question arouses our attention: 
to what extent and in what ways are metaphorical expressions relevant to an 
understanding of cultural differences? 
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basis of linguistic evidence. It seeks to point out the similarities and differences 
between English eating metaphors and Chinese eating metaphors, and the causes of the 
universality and variation from cognitive and cultural perspectives, and then answers 
the question that what eating metaphor can tell us about cultural differences.  
The thesis has five chapters. Chapter 1 presents an overview of traditional theories 
of metaphor and cognitive approaches to metaphor. Then the study expounds the 
relation between culture and metaphor in chapter 2. Chapter 3 presents the analysis of 
the universality and cultural variations in metaphor, as well as the reasons responsible 
for it. With the theoretical frame established, chapter 4 analyzes English and Chinese 
eating metaphors, exploring their universality and variation. Last chapter, therefore, 
come to the discussion that what metaphor tells us about cultural differences.    
Before we go on, we need to make two terms clear. They are metaphor and culture. 
What is metaphor? It should be made clear here that metaphor is regarded as a 
"linguistic, conceptual, social, neural and bodily phenomenon, and that it exists on all 
of these different levels at the same time" (Kovecses, 2005:9), a definition given by 
Kovecses. In the thesis, the term is used rather ambiguously, but it should not cause any 
misunderstanding. As an uncountable noun, metaphor refers to "linguistic, conceptual, 
social, neural and bodily phenomenon" as defined by Kovecses. As a countable noun 
metaphor is to refer to metaphorical expressions. And conceptual metaphor here 
generally refers to the formula given by Lakoff and Johnson.  
Culture, in line with some current thinking in anthropology, is regarded as a set of 
shared understandings that characterize smaller or larger groups of people (Shore, 1996; 
Strauss and Quinn, 1997). “This is not an exhaustive definition of culture, in that it 
leaves out real objects, artifacts, institutions, practices, actions, and so on, that people 
use and participate in any culture," as Kovecses states, "but it includes a large portion 
of it, namely, the shared understandings that people have in connection with all of these 
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